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Open Government, Closed Stacks:
Onsite Storage of Depository Materials

Aimke C. Quinn*
Michaelyn
Haslam
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HISTORY
OF AUTOMATED
STORAGE AND
RETRIEVAL
SYSTEM USE IN INDUSTRY
Industry started using automated
storage and retrieval systems (AYRS) in the 1950s for
warehousing
raw materials, parts. and end products. As the AS/RS proved effective, their
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is that it destroys browsability and prevents serendipitous discoveries which help make
research rewarding.
Should knowledge, found in books. be treated the same as any other tool? On a more
basic level, is knowledge a tool? If so, then it should be stored as any other tool. If not,
where should libraries turn to find adequate space to store the growing world of knowledge? These questions are part of a larger debate regarding the migration of full-text to the
Internet. In a sense. the Internet is related to the AS/RS by having the electronic world of
knowledge stored at a variety of servers across the country. Remote servers around the
world store digitized knowledge causin g a person to know how to find this information,
where it is located, and then how to utilize it. These same characteristics mark the AYRS.
One example of this trend is the Library of Congress which is working frantically to digitize many of its collections in order to open the doors to a wider clientele.’
AUTOMATED

STORAGE

IN LIBRARIES

In the early 19705. AS/RS facilities were built in five libraries: the first was in Rotterdam,
Netherlands and the other four in the United States. Two large academic libraries were
involved, Erasmus University in Rotterdam and the Medical Sciences Library at Ohio State
University. The other U.S. facilities were at one community college library and at two public libraries. All five purchased the Remington-Rand
Randtriever system. However. only
the Randtriever at Erasmus University was considered a success. The U.S. systems have all
been abandoned with the space converted into room for stacks, compact shelving. offices,
and classrooms.
The conditions for failure were present from the outset. With only four orders, Remington-Rand backed out of production after realizing there was a small market for this product
which required custom-made equipment. Manufacture of the four U.S. systems was subcontracted. Problems persisted in manufacture and operation. Lack of technical support,
including maintenance, contributed to frequent downtime which severely impacted service. By 1985. three of the four U.S. facilities had closed down. Ohio State University. the
fourth site, decided to end operations in 1989.’ The fifth system, at Erasmus University.
required extensive upgrading to make it and keep it functional. The university took complete responsibility for the system after the manufacturer withdrew. Several actions were
necessary to make the system workable such as installing safety devices, replacing communications systems. converting to computer control, and linking to the library’s circulation system. All of the changes took place over a period of several years and resulted in a
fully operational system.7
Nevertheless, the reasons for adapting this technology to libraries still exist. Over the
past decade, industry accepted and improved upon AS/RS, making technical advances in
equipment and systems operations. These advances include the ability to integrate AYRS
operating software with online catalogs thus allowing users to request materials electronically. Linking the two software programs allows users to search the online catalog, locate
the material they wish to use, and order the item from storage while still online. As soon as
the item is ordered, the retrieval mechanism is activated and the bin with the item is delivered to a technician at a pick-up and delivery station. The technician, notified by the system
of the item requested, takes the item from the bin and sends it to the circulation desk where
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CONCLUSION
Though library uses of AS/RS have failed in the past. significant
impro\,ements.
including
the ability to interface with library catalogs. point to them as a means of allowing on-site
storage of low use materials.
AS/RS facilities
are designed
for higher density storage.
quicker access, and lower cost than either compact shelvin g or remote storage. By putting
low use items in storage, time and resources can be spent on maintaining
the parts of the
collection
that are in circulation.
Accurate statistics on LIX can be kept. Items which circulate more than expected can be returned to the stacks or lack of circulation
can be part of

the consideration for withdrawal decisions. Items in storage are more easily retrieved and
are less likely to be shelved improperly. The success with improved technology at CSU
Northridge bodes well for using this method of storage for library materials at UNLV.
UNLV’s selection of material to store was based primarily on space consideration rather
than use. An enormous amount of technical processing must be done to prepare materials
for storage since neither periodicals nor depository
materials
had ever been bar-coded. In
addition, depository documents records had never been entered into the libraries’ online
system. Once they are in storage, use statistics will be kept to aid in ongoing storage decisions. Furthermore, storage of depository documents also raised questions of possible
access barriers between the public and documents. Again, future statistical measurement
will be instrumental in the success of this new facility.
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